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Phyllis Josell Meets JBS-USA Honorary Advisor

Rolando Villaz6n
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olando Villaz6n is internationally recognized as one of the
eading lyric tenors of our day
and has been acclaimed for performances at leading theaters across the
world. I fust heard him on February 3,
2005, when the Jussi Bjorling Society
sponsored a "mini-conferen ce" at the
Los Angeles Opera's Chandler Pavilion:
Rolando was due to sing Romeo that
night to Anna Netrebko's Juliette, and
admi nistration of5.cials at Placido
Domingo's LA Opera had been very
supportive of JBS's inquiry abo ut our
bringing a group of about 25 members
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to the performance. Not only were we
given excellent seats for the performance, but LA Opera provided a room
and sound equipment at the opera
house for a JBS program during the
day, and they even invited members of
their Opera League support group to
join us!
The program that afternoon con sisted of talks and music chosen by JBS
Advisors Walter Rudolph and Don
Goldberg: The topic was mainly
tenors, with special attention to Bjorling and Domingo as Romeo.
Needless to say, the performance of
Romeo et Juliette was brilliant: both
stars were in marvelous form and we
had a perfect introduction to these two
stars, at that time both quickly becoming well-establish ed in Europe but not
yet so well known in the US.
Thus I was happy to get a ticket for
one of Rolando's performances as Des
Grieux in Massenet's Manon in October 2006, paired again with Anna Netrebko and Placido Domingo
cond ucting. The reviews had been
raves, h ere's a samp le: "Villaz6n's voice
is rich, powerful and elegant. Together
they are everything opera, roman tic

Villazon continued on page 2

Editors' note

In this issue, you'll find an appreciation of Hjordis Schymberg who died
recently at 99 and had so much to do
with the professional life of Jussi Bjorling. The informative obituary note by
Stefan Johansson, Head of Dramaturgy at the Royal Opera, is on p. 5.
We are also delighted to have Phyllis
Josell's personal (and less personal)
notes about honorary advisor Rolando
Villaz6n, with a terrific picture. Again,
the goal is to bring you news by and
about our members, and we hope
you'll consider contributing your ideas.
The treasurer of the Scandinavian
Bjorling Society, Per Backstrom, gives
us his impression of the 2008 Voxna
concert, with photos from Hans
Thunstrom.
Roger Horn has contributed some

ideas on musicians, professional and
amateur, that lead him to an interesting insight on the integrity of Jussi
Bjorling's own life-long career in music.
You will read more news about our
Charleston Conference coming in May,
along with costs and a request for deposits. And there IS news to be read!
There are more CD reviews here,
both of new and not-so-new releases.
The Society will continue to do its best
to make such CDs available to members, even when they are not in general
commerce in the US.
And on the subject of membership,
this is the last time we will be sending
a publication to every person on the
mailing lists regardless of whether that
person is a current member of the Society or not. Membership in the Soci-

ety is counted on a calendar year basis
(although anything after November 1
is counted toward the next calendar
year, so when you rejoin now, you're a
member through 2009), and the annual membership donation is $35. If
you have not rejoined, please do it. We
want you, we need you, and there's really no reason for us to exist without
you. Please send your check to Greg
Fitzmaurice, 4208 Swarthmore Road,
Durham, NC 27707.
Membership is particularly important now, with the Charleston Conference coming up, and the important
anniversary year of2010 and the centennial in 2011. You will WANT to
know what's going on, you will. ■

asked if he would honor the Jussi Bjorling Society by becoming an Honorary
Advisor. He enthusiastically agreed
and of course expressed admiration for
the great Jussi.
During this time, there was a young
lady with two friends taking pictures.
When the friends were urging her to
leave, she said to please wait because
she wanted to take a picture of me
with Villaz6n. He was so cooperative,
and did pose for a picture with me, as
did Mr. Domingo. It was the most social and memorable backstage experience in my many years of being an
"opera groupie"! ■

opera. She is an active supporter of
opera in the New York City area and
now lives in Laguna Woods, CA, where
she attends opera in southern California.

Vil/azon continued from page I

opera, anyway, is supposed to be."
Anticipating a superb performance,
I signed up at the stage door entrance
to visit Mr. Villaz6n after the opera, as
a member of the Jussi Bjorling Society,
and was granted permission to return.
My personal experience in meeting Mr.
Villaz6n was most enjoyable and n ever
to be forgotten! It was an interesting
backstage, a central open area leading
to two main dressing rooms. Mr.
Domingo was there and stood in the
center area speaking with a number of
us, and was very informative and gracious. Mr. Villaz6n's dressing room
was quite large with a couch inside.
He invited me to sit with him and we
chatted, during which time I gave him
the latest copy of the JBS Journal and

- Phyllis Josell is a longtime m ember of
JBS-USA with a "bi-coastal" purview of
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Our Distant Correspondents:
Per Backstrom Reports on Voxna 2008

Melton, folkies, Royal Court Singer Hallin

American soprano Heidi Melton

t has now become an established
tradition that the Scandinavian
Jussi Bjorling Society arranges a
two-day event in the m iddle of July,
starting with a concert in Voxna church,
in collaboration with the local parish,
followed by a buffet at Voxna mansion.
The evening ends with a talk by someone who sang with or at least knew
Jussi, followed with listening to Jussi
recordings, where the audience can
make requests. The following day there

I

can be a lecture and guided visits. As in
the past, Stefan Olmars was the event
organizer.
This year the event started Monday
July 14. The top attraction of the concert was young American soprano
Heidi Melton, Adler Fellow at SFO and
third prize winner at th e international
Belvedere singing competition . Her
ancestors emi$rated from Voxna. She
has the same agency that Jussi had in
USA and is very promising. She started

with three Grieg songs. Later she sang
a few Swedish songs associated with
Jussi, in quite good Swedish. She ended
her part of the program with "Morro,
m a prima in grazia;' from Un ballo in
maschera, Kurt Weill's "Mein Schiff"
and "Zueignung" (Richard Strauss) .
As Heidi Melton's grandfather, Per
Erik Palm was a fiddler and composer,
Stefan had chosen to include folk
music, played by one of the most famous folk music players in Sweden,
Bjorn Stabi, who is a relative of Jussi
(and of Sweden's most famous painter,
Anders Zorn.), together with Mats
Amberg. They also played music composed by a relative ofJussi's.
As another link to Jussi, Margareta
Hallin also participated, singing three
songs, two of them with music composed by her, with texts associated
with Jussi: "Svarta rosor" and "Sav, sav
susa." Margareta Hallin's setting is
more introverted than the bravura one
by Sibelius.
After the supper Margareta Hallin
and Carola Kilstrom had a talk, mixed
with different recordings of Halli.n's,
including the final duet from Aida
with Nicolai Gedda, which is available
on Bluebell's Gedda CD. Jussi did some
guest appearances at the Royal Opera
during the first par t of her career so
she heard him live. They were scheduled to appear together but due to
Jussi's death that never happened. The
evening ended with playing of Jussi
recordings, led by Stefan, who as usual
did a great job in organizing the event.
The day after, Tuesday, we moved to
Alfta, Stefan's birth place, and listened

Voxna continued on page 4
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REcoRDREVIEw:Jussi Bjorling In Song Testament SBT 1427
by Greg Fitzmaurice, recordings editor

Testament transfers to the original LP
and to the Naxos Bjorling Collection,
Vol. 5, and feel that these are better in
every possible way. The sound is clear
and bright and free of any distortion
and Bjorling's voice is imparted so well,
you'll al most feel he's in your living
room. If you love this album as I do, I
urge you to buy this CD without hesitation. As an added bonus, unlike the
Naxos issue, the songs on the Testament
CD are presented in the same order as
on the original LP - a significant plus
o my knowledge, this is the first
release by Testament of a Bjorling album and it is to our good
fortune that they've chosen the LP,
RCA LM 1771, "Bjoerling in Song'; to
base it on. For those not familiar with
Testament, it is a company which obtai ns licenses from the original recording companies to release recordings
that the original company has no plans
for. As a result, Testament is allowed to
use the original master tapes for the
re-issue, which is important because
that generally results in a recording superior to others which have had to rely
on copying earlier commercial issues.
The "Bjoerling In Song" LP has always been one of my favorites, where
Jussi could communic ate dfrectly to
the listener without the interference of
other artists, orchestral climaxes, interludes and the like. The songs here
were Bjorling concert staples and are
by Schubert, Brahms, Liszt, Wolf,
Grieg, R. Strauss, Sibelius, Sjoberg,
Rachmaninoff, and Tosti. Recorded in
1952, all are given superb performances
and are quite simply a treasure of Jussi
at his very best. I have compared the

T

in my opinion.
In addition to the "Bjoerling In
Song" LP, Testament has included eight
of the tenor's original Swedish HMV
recordi ngs on this CD - as well as two
very important recordings which have
never before been released in any format: Bjorling's test recordings of two
songs, "For You Alone" and Leoncavallo's "Mattinata :' made for HMV
when he was only 18. These are sensational recordings and their discovery is
cause for celebration by all Bjorling enthusiasts. While he's clearly not the
singer that he was to become, still the
basic Bjorling sound is there, and these
recordings - coupled with others on
the CD from 1929 to 1952 - are a great
way to trace his vocal developme nt
from the young singer he was to the
consumma te mature artist that he was
to become. With the exception of the
two test recordings, all of these recordings have been issued before on various labels. I have compared a few of
these to transfers on EMI and Gala and
Pearl, and consider the Testament
transfers to be preferable to all of the
others. Roger Beardsley who did these
transfers and Jon Samuels who did the
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"Bjoerling In Song" transfers are to be
soundly congratulated for their great
work!
There isn't enough space here to list
all of 26 items on this CD, but many of
our readers will appreciate knowing
the reference numbers from Henrysson's A Jussi Bjorling Phonography.
Those are: 7-11, 21, 26, 82, 83, 154,
183-198. Unfortunat ely no texts or
translations are included, but the photos on the front and back of the booklet are all first rate. CD notes are by
Richard Copeman of the Jussi Bjorling
Appreciation Society. ■

Voxna continued from page 3

to a moving speech by Yrsa Stenius,
who spoke for over an hour with wonderful flow and without notes, about
Jussi's triumphs and hardships. Many
of us who listened were deeply moved
and had tears in our eyes afterwards. I
recorded it, but when checking if it was
time to turn the tape I noticed it had
got stuck. I changed tape and was able
to record the last part. How unfortunat e
I did not get all of it!
Before the speech she told me that
her book is finally being translated into
English. J did read her book on Jussi
when it was first published in Sweden
(2002) and was captivated by it.
After a buffet lunch there was the
customary visit to Stefan's family
house to study the old paintings, by
local artists.

■

-Per Backstrom

1NMEM0R1AM:

Hjordis Schymberg

by Stefan Johansson, Head of Dramaturgy, Royal Swedish Opera

jordis Schymberg, the soprano
with whom Jussi Bjorling was
most often paired at the Royal
Opera, died on September 8th at the age
of 99.
Mme. Schymberg was a great artist
and a colorful personage. A few years
after her retirement from the Royal
Opera 1959, it has been told that she explained her presence in the ladies' room
on the upper gallery by not accepting
free tickets from an ungrateful opera

formances at movie theatres before she
came to Stockholm, singing lessons with
Baroness von Vegesack and the despot
John Forsell's opera school. Schymberg
came from the common people and she
never forgot it, even when she had the
primadonna's claims to attention.
Her career was long and brilliant at

management. When she later returned
as a guest during the 1960s, her
charisma was undiminished and her
voice fresher than when sh e, still with a
permanent contract in her upper 40s,
had been fighting for her position
among yow1ger hungry sopranos.
Perhaps there was too much and too
long of her undisputed favorite role in
Traviata - Verdi's version of La Dame
aux Camelias - when the most brilliant
top notes had faded and the tenors
looked more like sons than lovers. But I
still remember from a performance in
the late 60s how her pisksni:irtsnabb (=
quick like a whiplash), oversensitive reaction to the lover's worst offense in the
festival scene could set fire to the indignation of the whole audience. That was
real music theatre.
But the Countess in Mozart's Nozze
di Figaro was perfectly in the register of
her voice still at her last performance in
1968- the sense of style intact, the expression deepened, the timbre intact. As
a concert and church singer, Schymberg
continued to satisfy her listeners still
longer and the quick-witted primadonna
with her northern roots came out well
on TV. Her career had begun with a factory's "children's orchestra" and per-

partner Jussi Bjorling, constantly reissued
in new formats. Schymberg sang at
Covent Garden in London and and the
Met in New York, visited the Nordic
countries, sang Violetta in Havana and
Miml on German radio.
But her wide popularity in Sweden
wasn't founded only on the great roles at
the Opera - primarily Mozart, Verdi and
French opera - or recitals all over the
country.
Today, no artist with her reputation
would sing Barbiere or Boheme with reduced chorus and orchestra night after
night on m onth-long tours from Ystad
to Haparanda. And as long as there was
only one radio channel, n o Swede could
avoid Hjordis Schymberg, even if they
preferred [a 1940s-era crooner like] Ulla
Billquist.
Schymberg is still able to catch young
listeners, who were not yet born when
she left the stage. A couple of years ago I
discovered with astonishment that it
wasn't a pensioner but a 25-year-old who
had p ut her discography on the web. As
late as 2007 a double CD was released
on Bluebell, where all can listen to a
voice that lives ip a wide repertoire. ■

H

the Royal Opera from her debut in 1934
and the girl from Alnon (near Sundsvall
in northern Sweden) is still world-famous
for her recordings with her favorite

Hjordis Schymberg and tenor colleague
enjoy a relaxed moment
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2009 Jussi Bjorling Conference
Charleston, SC., May 15-17, 2009

here are some updates to our
plans for the May 15-17, 2009
Conference, one of the most
important of them is that we are now an
official pre-festival part of the Piccolo
Spoleto Festival. The Festival folks do a
terrific job of publicity and promotion,
and have more than 25 years of expertise in presenting the performing arts to
the Charleston public.
The other important piece of news
is that Stephen Hastings will be joining
us, and will be talking about JB's growth
in his opera roles-thrilling stuffi
The rest of the activities are firmed
up, dorm space has been reserved, and
we are looking forward to reaching a
broader public than we might reach
under usual circumstances.
As of this writing, participants
include tenor Mats Carlsson, the first
recipient of the JB Sallskapet [Scandinavian Society] prize; bass-baritone
John Erik Eleby, a longtime member of
the Sallskapet and an active performer

T

at the Royal Opera; local soprano (and
Met national finalist) Deanna McBroom; as well as speakers Stefan Johansson, Head of Dramaturgy at the
Royal Opera; Nie Butler, local historian in Charleston, Stephen Hastings,
and Harald Henrysson. We expect a
visit from Joe Riley, mayor of
Charleston for the last 32 years!
Please read the form that follows,
and make your choices. Weather in
Charleston in mid-May is usually
warm but not hot (the dorm is airconditioned, in any event). The jasmine is in bloom, the farmers' market
is open, and the people are great!
Accommodations: College of
Charleston dormitories in downtown
Charleston, within easy walking distance of all events and venues.
For the Friday Evening dinner cruise
we will be picked up and delivered by
bus. Anyone who wishes to stroll there
or back should feel free to do so.

I Atten;:_::_·_;_:~_-~_-:_~~_:_~~-~-~--------------_----------_---_---_-- - - - - - - - - -Dinner cruise @ $95 x _ _ _ __
Closing dinner@ $65 x _ _ __
Dorm (this includes linens and towels)
• 3 nights double-occupancy@ $ ISO/person
• 3 night single-occupancy @$165/person
Conference events 2 concerts, 2 lectures@ $40/person
Total dbl-occ is $350/person single-occ is $365/person

----

= $ _ _ _ __
=$_ _ _ __
= $_ _ _ __
= $_ _ _ __
=$_ _ _ __

= $_ _ _ __

If not staying in the dorms, subtract housing. If not attending any functions,
subtract the cost of that (or those) functions. Please send your deposit of $100
to Sue Flaster, 42 Chapel Street, Charleston, SC 29403 by January 1, 2009. Deposits are refundable up to March 15, 2009.
' - - --------------------------- - - - - - - - -------------------------------------------
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Conference Schedue

Friday, May 15
7:00-9:30 pm
Charleston harbor dinner cruise
Saturday, May 16

Visit to Farmers' Market
10:00am
Carriage tours arranged as desired
1:00 to 5:00 pm lecture
Charleston County Library auditorium
• Nie Butler, Ph.D., local historian:
"Musical/cultural life in antebellum
Charleston"
• Harald Henrysson, Curator, the
Jussi Bjorling Museum: Swedish
musicians and other cultural figures
in Charleston
• Stefan Johansson, Head of Dramaturgy, Kungliga Operan:"Jussi
Bjorling's career at the Royal Opera"
8:00 pm concert
College of Charleston recital hall
Mats Carlsson, John Erik Eleby,
Deanna McBroom, Robin Zemp,
piano: Music of Emily Hammarsjkold
and others
Sunday, May 17
I 0:00 am lecture
College of Charleston recital hall
• Harald Henrysson, "Jussi in the
South," the 1950's in the USA
• Stephen Hastings, "Jussi Bjorling, a
maturing performer"
2:00 pm concert
College of Charleston recital hall
Deanna McBroom, Mats Carlsson,
John Erik Eleby, Lars Bjorling,
Robin Zemp, piano
6:00 closing dinner
Poogan's Porch

RECORD REVIEW:

AIDA, Naxos 8.111042-44, 3 CD's

by Stephen Hastings writing in Musica (Nov. 2006), and translated by Andrew Farkas

P

erlea's Aida, recorded in July

octave does not have that brilliant

young and vulnerable, but one appre-

i9ss, is not especially charged

squillo that one can hear in the live ex-

ciates nevertheless the appropriate

with electricity, yet it has some

cerpts recorded in Vienna (Koch

stress of every p hrase, the regal fire of

musical gems of great value, among

Schwann) and Stockholm (Bluebell)-

certain utterances, and the insinuating

them the Judgment Scene in which the

the acoustics of Rome's Teatro

duplicity of "La tra foreste vergini." In

painful identification of Fedora Barbieri

dell'Opera transformed into a recording

the recording hall the vocal difficulties

(Amneris) and the pure and passionate

studio always had a tendency to turn

are resolved more gracefully than in

lyricism of Jussi Bjorling (Radames)

his timbre dry-the Swedish tenor

the previous broadcasts from the Met,

blend into something forceful and

captures the tenderness of the warrior

released on Myto or Bongiovanni

unique, and the final duet in which

in love much better than any other in-

( 1952, 1953).

Bjorling and Zinka Milanov reach in-

terpreter on disc, and he phrases with

Fedora Barbieri's Amneris is as mag-

comparable sublime beauty. The tenor
and soprano's paths had crossed for
the first time in Prague, also in Aida,

a musicality that is disarming even
when the words of the role aren't fully

nificent here as the recording she made
at la Scala a month later. She seems to

grasped. He does not attempt the

be entirely "inside" the role from be-

on March 14, 1938 (he sang in Swedish,

morendo on the last n ote of the aria
(yet achieves a sufficiently floated
mezzo-forte) and stresses poorly the
first word (Ce-eleste Aida), but for the
rest he gives an extraordinary demonstration how to convey a fascinating
p sychological dimension of a profoundly divided personality through
his scrupulous attention to markings:
dynamic, legato, note values. His diction does not have the lively exhibitionism of Carlo Bergonzi ( or even Del
Monaco), but the timbre has a silvery
patina of someone truly in love and
the clarity of his emission projects
every word naturally, even in the difficult phrase in the third act stretta"su noi gli astri brilleranno"-which
Milanov transforms into a vocalise
without words. The soprano, at 49,
was by then nearly at the limits of he r
abilities in this opera, even if her voice
in the theater had unquestionably
more weight than Bjorling's. Here the
extreme high notes are sung forte (especially the C) Lacking in s heen, and in
the agitated passages in the duet with
Amonasro the voice acquires an unpleasant hardne-"~- He r Aida is n ever

ginning to end and projects a highly

she in Croatian), and curiously, that
was their only joint performance of
the Verdi work in the theater. Bjorling,
who sang Radames 31 times in his
career, never wanted to sing the role at
the Met (he was somewhat apprehensive of a comparison with the stentorian Mario de! Monaco), where
Milanov was until 1956 the most authoritative interpreter of the role of
Aida. On disc, however, it is he who
hits the _mark better. Even if the higher
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charged sensuality: this princess is indeed in love, n ot merely wounded pride
(as it seems, nearly always, in the interpretation of Cossotto ). The voice is in its

full glory, as is that of Boris Christoff: it
would be hard to imagine a more implacable Ramfis; the same unmistakable
sonorities of his instrument express
absolute assurance. On the other hand,
Leonard Warren's Amonasro is a disappointment, and not a small one at
that. He has the proper size voice for
the role, but he is annoyingly clumsy
in the more agitated passages. Less impressive, but more suitable as to expression, are Plinio C labassi's King and
Mario Carlin's Messenger. The forces
of the Teatro dell'Opera cannot equal
the coherent recording of the Milanese
under Serafin, and even Perlea comes
up short compared to the successful
efforts of the Venetian Maestro.
Nonetheless, he remains a good accompanist, never a routinier, always
mindful of the subtleties of the Verdian
instrumentation, able to create a dramatic tension in all respects in the
fourth act . ■
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Notes on being "professional"
by Roger Horn

"I went back to being an amateur, in the
sense of somebody who loves what she is
doing. If a professional loses the love of
work, routine sets in, and that's the
death of work and life." - Ada Bethune

Roger Horn and friend

have no idea who Ada may have
been, but that is how I have felt
about music-performance for
many a year. At one time I was playing
the tuba in the Mecca Temple Band,
which met in a church basement in
Greenwich Village. One night I found
myself with a very well known player
(last name was Black, I think) who was
counted a considerable success. He had
played the whole run of South Pacific
and had lots of other work. During a
break he said to me, "I don't know who
you are, Horn, but you're a good tuba
player. For God's sake don't make your
living this way, it's awful." Bill Bell, the
tuba player with the NY Philharmonic
at the time, had told me the same
thing and it wasn't that either of them
feared competition from me-I wasn't
THAT good. I believed them and other
professional musicians I had known
and decided I would be a lifelong amateur musician and earn my living at
something else, so that I wouldn't get
jaded from ·hc:ving to play the same

I
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things again and again.
Then, recently, I was driving along
listening to Jussi singing, mostly
Swedish numbers, and it struck me
that he had never become "professional" in that sense. When he sang
what is translated as "I long for you" at
that last concert he sang it with even
more of the ringing conviction he
showed alJ his life as a singer, which is
to say, all his life. He simply had everything: the love of music of the amateur, the naturally beautiful voice
improved with study and practice, and
the confidence of a master. And to all
that he added that conviction. The
combination is just stunning, making
him not just a little unique, but simply
unique; one of a kind probably never
to be equalled. ■

